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Learning Objectives

Psychological 
principles of giving, 

such as commitment 
and identity.

Ways that donor 

behavior has shifted in 

this current digital age.

Science of words and 

how to incorporate it 

into your organization’s 

storytelling.





Experience 
with Your 

Brand

Connection to 
Your Brand

To 
Reinforce 

Who 
They Are



Commitment



Retention



Which Pair 
Belongs 

Together?



The Value of Identity

WELCOME EMAIL
OPEN 
RATE

CTR UNSUB

Dog Email to dog 
people

26% .17% 14%

Horse Email to Horse 
people

22% .17% .13%

Dog Email to everyone 11% .05% .28%
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Zero Party:
  

Data that a customer intentionally 
and proactively shares with a brand





Identity “Light”
Use Nouns Not Verbs



Experience
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Donors in the Digital Age
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Current Donor Behavior Trends 

Year-to-date Fundraising Performance. All Rights Reserved.

Donations Donor Retention1

1.3%

• The decrease in donors was largely 

caused by losses of donors 

contributing $500 and below.

• Donors being down in the first quarter 

is a pattern that continues from 2022.

• Decreases in overall donor counts are 

driven by weaker acquisition rates as 

well as lower retention of new donors.

• One-time donors were the largest 

group of donors but their participation 

dropped the most year-over-year, 

driving the overall decrease in donor 

participation.

Key Takeaways

Revenue and retention metrics report on year-to-date (YTD) performance compared against 

the prior year total based on a panel* of organizations selected from the Growth in Giving 

Database of 176 million transactions from more than 20,000 organizations and $80 billion in 

donations since 2005.

Donors

-3.8%
YOY Change​ YTD Change​ YTD Change​

-0.7%
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Shifts in donor behavior

Some giving hesitation due to 

economy/stock market. Wait and see 

approach for year-end 

More donors are online and on social 

media.

There are more ways to give: 

crowdfunding, crypto, gaming, complex 

assets, etc.  
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What Should Nonprofits Be 

Doing Now?

● Holding back? – Never – but be authentic in communication and 

mindful of their audience.

● Doubling down? – Always, the sector is under-resourced. In 

previous recessions, nonprofits who cut their fundraising efforts lost 

market share in their particular area. When one organization pulls 

back, donors will turn to another organization to fill their need to give.

● Diversifying their fundraising even more? Diverse funding 

streams provide sustainability during economic uncertainty. Diverse 

donor bases provide sustained growth over time.

○ There are a variety of ways in which an organization can raise 

funds, and there will continue to be more in the future. It is 

important not to put all your eggs in one basket, in addition to 

always meeting the donor where they are–with messaging that 

resonates.
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The Science of Words and 
Storytelling



+ = Higher 
Response

Readability Story

The Words We Use Matter



Story

No Story

Very Readable 
& Personal

Informational 
and Dense



Press reports

Fundraising 
Overall

Academic 
Prose

General 
Fiction

Personal 
Letter

Romantic 
Fiction

Story

No Story

Very Readable 
& Personal

Informational 
and Dense
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Parts Speech that Make Readability Worse

1. Nouns. The fix is replacing nouns with pronouns (e.g., he, she, they, it)

2. Long words that are difficult to read

3. Adjectives that don't add much to the message. Focus on showing 

instead of telling - (e.g., the horse cast a huge shadow instead of "the big 

horse")

4. Prepositional phrases are usually unnecessary. Try removing these 

entirely or use verbs (e.g., violate instead of 'in violation of') or stronger 

verbs ('He stated his innocence with intensity' to 'He declared his 

innocence’)
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Parts Speech that Make Readability Better
1. To increase the intensity, use words like really, very, extremely, highly, 

intensely, strongly, perfectly, totally, utterly, etc..

2. Make your copy feel more like a natural conversation by using well, 

now, anyhow, anyways.        

3. Add conversational emphasis to your writing with “just, really, most, 

more, for sure, a lot, such as.”  

4. Use we and our to bring the reader in, use I or me to share details about 

the writer.

5. Use versions of 'you' but you don't need to use more than other 

pronouns.

6. Use contractions to make your writing more informal.

7. Share the thoughts and feelings of the writer using a first-person 

pronoun (I or we) and these verbs - hope, believe, want, need, suspect, 

imagine, dream, fear, think, realize, discover.



Parts Speech that 
Make Story Better

• Where a person or place has already been 
mentioned refer to her/him/it using these 
words        

• Verbs are powerful, use them to show how 
things were before the charity helped

• Describe events in the past using “has, have, or 
had”

• Bring the main character to life showing them 
'speaking' using a pronoun (he, she, they) and 
these verbs - declared, stated, admitted, said, 
boasted, affirmed, confirmed, asserted, hinted, 
reported
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CONTROL:  Not Copy Optimized
TEST:  With DonorVoice Copy 

OptimizerTM

3.1%
$298
11.7

2.7%
$244
8.7

RESPONSE
AVERAGE GIFT

ROI

Copy Optimizer at Work
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Recap

Language and choice of words play a 

significant role in eliciting a response 

from donors.

Giving serves three psychological needs: 

Autonomy, Competence, Relatedness. 

We must adjust to the changing 

psychological behaviors and needs of 

donors.
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Questions?

Let’s connect!

To sign up for the Agitator, text "DVAgitator" to (781) 262-3877

Bonterra: Sales@Bonterratech.com

DonorVoice: kschulman@thedonorvoice.com

mailto:Sales@Bonterratech.com
mailto:kschulman@thedonorvoice.com
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